Benzyl alcohol toxicity: impact on mortality and intraventricular hemorrhage among very low birth weight infants.
Benzyl alcohol preservative in intravascular flush solutions has been reported to cause neurologic deterioration and death in very low birth weight infants. Following the widespread discontinuation of the use of such solutions in newborns, scattered reports of decreased mortality and decreased incidence of intraventricular hemorrhage among small premature infants appeared in the pediatric literature. To better assess the true impact of benzyl alcohol toxicity in this group of infants, we undertook a detailed review of the medical records of all babies less than 1,250 g birth weight admitted to our neonatal intensive care unit for 13 months before and 13 months after the use of solutions containing benzyl alcohol was stopped. Significant decreases were found in both mortality rate (from 80.7% to 45.7%) and incidence of grade III/IV intraventricular hemorrhage (from 46% to 19%) among infants less than 1,000 g birth weight who did not receive the preservative compared with those who did. No significant changes were found in several other prenatal factors that could have contributed to this improvement in survival. We conclude that benzyl alcohol toxicity contributed significantly to both mortality and the occurrence of major intraventricular hemorrhage among infants weighing less than 1,000 g at birth and that solutions containing benzyl alcohol should never again be used in the care of such infants.